











This paper is a reflection – from the position of a journalism researcher – on one of the distinctive features of research on Aotearoa New Zealand media and communication and some of the reasons for that. Studying and teaching about this field in Aotearoa New Zealand is, it seems to me, a matter of negotiating the large gaps in our knowledge about the local situation. In particular, I’d like to suggest researchers here prioritise theory building about the position of media within this small country that is so heavily dependent on owners and media products from overseas.

Two examples are suggestive of the issue I want to focus on. The main researcher in Aotearoa New Zealand on the ownership and control of the country’s news media is an economist for the national trade union organisation, Bill Rosenberg. In his spare time, he updates and adds to his one major article on the topic, currently 89 pages long, on the Campaign against Foreign Control of Aotearoa site (Rosenberg 2008). The author of the most thoroughly researched analyses of two major issues, one the links of Aotearoa New Zealand’s telecommunications system with US surveillance in the Pacific and the other the interpenetration of political campaigning, corporate power and public relations in the country is not a political scientist or media scholar, but a peace and environmental campaigner, Nikki Hager (1996,2006). These are good researchers, who have made substantial contributions, but their prominence is also indicative of a thinness in research on the local media landscape from within media and communication departments. Indeed, on most fields of media research, there are one or at most two university or polytechnic academics in the country actively doing research, whether that is on New Zealand journalism history or public relations ethics or children’s media worlds.

The reasons for these gaps, as I discuss below, are fairly simple to diagnose, if not to address. This is a small country, and not one that throws money at research. It is in fact near the bottom of OECD tables on resourcing for research (OECD 2008). In addition, research and teaching on public communication practices and industries have been institutionalised in universities for less than 20 years. As a result of these factors, the field of study here is both much smaller, has more gaps and is more dependent on external thinking than in Australia, the UK or the US. While there are good quality and active scholars here, they are few in number. The limited size of the field also, it should be said, has its plus side – individual scholars are less likely to become narrow specialists and their work is less likely to sink without trace. Overall, however, I want to argue here that it is time for more theoretical work to emerge on the position of media – whether news, entertainment or interpersonal forms – in the social and cultural life of this particular place.

The gaps
There are significant gaps in research. A few areas of media research – I can think of three – are well filled out. Aotearoa New Zealand film studies, for example, has developed into a body of literature since it began in school and university English departments and, from the 1980s, film departments (Horrocks 2007). It is possible to have wide-ranging debates – even the odd personal filmic essay by Sam Neill – on the role of cinema in the national imaginary. The reporting of Māori has also attracted a solid body of research, starting with the analyses of sociologists Spoonley and Hirsh (1990) and the internationally significant discourse analytic work of Wetherell, Potter, McCreanor and others and burgeoning into a concerted critique of a neocolonial media (e.g. Wetherell & Potter 1992, Rankine & McCreanor 2004, Walker 2002, Abel 1997, Phelan & Shearer 2009). Thirdly, the political games that have been played with the country’s public broadcasting system by successive governments of left and right have been matched by a long academic lament, that has formed itself over 25 years into a coherent body of work (e.g.Norris 2002, Thompson 2008, Dunleavy 2008). These are all areas in which media here have some significance beyond the country’s borders, and deserve the close attention they have received.

But a lecturer or tutor teaching media and communication is faced with a very patchy literature in other areas, some of them also nationally and internationally very much worth knowing about. The flowering of Māori media in the past 15 years, since the state was forced by a 1986 Waitangi Tribunal judgement to give iwi (tribes) broadcast spectrum and to subsidise their use of it, is just beginning to attract attention (e.g. Smith & Abel 2008). Aotearoa New Zealand media’s reporting of international affairs – meagre as that reporting is – is the subject of some commentary by journalists themselves (Field 2002), but almost nothing else. I have not come across an ethnographic study of a New Zealand newsroom, let alone a study of how those newsrooms are adapting as digital technologies and demands for efficiency force changes. Studies of audiences for media in Aotearoa New Zealand are also rare, given the size of the subfield. Lealand and Zanker (2008) have studied children’s audience use; Schott (e.g. Schott & Hodgetts 2006) has studied game playing communities; Vares (2003) has researched girls’ use of tween popular culture. But the largest, most forceful studies of the role of media in people’s lives in Aotearoa New Zealand are attacks on advertising and television in general by public health research teams which feature no media academics. The list goes on. There is, it should be emphasised, a significant amount of research in the country on international topics, indeed, as Henderson et al. suggests elsewhere in this issue, the university system perhaps values contributions on the international stage a little too highly.

These local gaps are partly the result of the field being young. As Horrocks (2007) charts, while media studies courses were first offered in the mid-1980s at Massey University, the country’s first institutional academic unit (the Centre for Film, Television and Media Studies at Auckland University) was not formed until 1994 (not counting journalism and broadcasting schools, which indeed some film and media scholars have tended not to count). Media, communication, journalism, public relations and interpersonal communication programmes have since flourished, but their staff still form a relatively small group of academics – 137, according to the 2006 Performance-Based Research Assessment (PBRF) audit, of whom 95 were working in universities. By contrast, about double the number of sociologists (250) returned portfolios in that audit, most of them working within universities. Media and communication researchers make up, according to a recent survey, 3 percent of the country’s social scientists (Witten et al. 2006). These people are also a relatively inexperienced group – half of the researchers in the 2006 PBRF were new since the 2003 PBRF exercise (Tertiary Education Commission 2007).​[1]​

A connected point is that the field is not yet one of the highest research excellence. The field’s research output ranked near the bottom of the list of subjects in the 2006 PBRF assessment overall, scoring 1.99 against a Humanities and Social Sciences average of 3.46 (ibid.). Without giving too much credence to this kind of accounting, the numbers are indicative. About 45 percent of staff were classed as research inactive, meaning they did not have four peer reviewed articles, books, artistic outputs or similar in the previous 5 years, reflecting the high number of former practitioners in the field, their short academic careers to date and possibly other factors such a high teaching loads. Even so, you might have expected the seven universities with media, communication or journalism departments to have more elite scholars. There was, however, only one researcher in the country given an A grade (signalling an established, world class reputation), again making the field an outlier (overall, 6 percent of the country’s researchers received As). The figures would look more healthy were we to add academics doing research on the media but classed as management researchers, such as those at Waikato’s Department of Communication Management. But overall the youngish age profile, the high number of practitioners and the institutional youth of the field combine here – indeed there are only eight professors in media or communication departments in the country, and few of them rose from within those departments. Witten et al (2006) also found that 60 percent of social scientists researching the media identified themselves also as sociologists, reinforcing the point that the field is young and still very conscious of its roots in other fields. A recent survey of media studies teaching in secondary schools (Lealand 2009) argued that school media studies flourishing, but that it is not matched at tertiary level (either higher education or further education), where Lealand instead saw a lower level of collegiality, no professional association and a ‘fitful’ email discussion list. The country’s media and communication researchers are still building a local culture.

The situation is not helped by the funding environment. As I was preparing this paper, the country’s wider research standing was in the news, as scientists, vice chancellors and other leading voices in the research world positioned their institutions ahead of a government budget that was expected to be lean. The Vice Chancellor of Otago University noted that his staff – and indeed postgraduate students ​– were being headhunted by Australian universities, which were by contrast flush with federal money. ‘It doesn't matter how clever we try to be…we are not going to compete,’ Prof Skegg told Radio New Zealand. Longstanding complaints about the lack of money for scholarship were rehearsed by Skegg and others – the widely touted figures that Australian universities are able to spend twice as much on research per student as New Zealand universities, that New Zealand businesses spend half of the OECD average on research and development, that some leading universities overseas by themselves have more research funding than all of this country’s eight universities combined, and that academic salaries are a third lower than those across the Tasman (NZVCC 2008, OECD 2007).​[2]​ The PBRF system is partly designed as a solution to this situation of under-funding, as it targets research funding to those already showing high quality. Indeed many of the state’s systems for allocating research funding (distributing most contestable research funding according to a set of national priorities, turning the government research organisations into competing companies, funding seven ‘COREs’ (centres of research excellence) across the system) are ways of getting more out of a small pot of money. They are not, as communication scholars are acutely aware, ways of boosting less mature fields.

Figures are hard to find on how much state research funding is spent on studying Aotearoa New Zealand media or media audiences. A number of media and communication scholars have won prestigious blue skies Marsden grants or more targeted grants, such as the Foundation for Research, Science and Technology awards. It is illustrative of the scarcity of funds, though, that a research project at the social science Te Whariki research group on reasons for the limited and stereotypical representations of Māori in news media received its $800,000 funding, not from any social science fund (there is none), but from the Health Research Fund. As a result, research contracted by government departments plays a major role in shaping media scholarship in the country. These reports are invaluable in understanding media developments here, but the dangers are obvious when they provide the only research on these topics, as is very frequently the case. The government gets to set the framework for investigating, for example, the impacts of its own free-market policies on local content (there is no mandated quota, no limits on foreign ownership or cross-media ownership, and instead two public broadcasting funds that allocate money to production companies to make local programmes). New Zealand on Air, which commissions the regular local content studies and allocates the money, is able to pat itself on the back with figures that, if analysed critically, only partly support claims of, for example, an increase in children’s television programming. Witten et al (2007) quotes similar concerns elsewhere in social science research, with one respondent to their survey saying: 

There is a danger that researchers will only receive funding if they represent the mainstream policy point of view, which means that many non-government or grassroots perspectives are silenced. (ibid: 8)

It is of course hard to substantiate those fears, and many of the authors of reports for the likes of New Zealand on Air elsewhere work within critical frameworks (e.g. Geoff Lealand, who produced the first local content study in 1989). But nevertheless these studies and the positioning to win contracts for them are a large part of the media research landscape and therefore help shape its agendas and conclusions.

Minding the gaps
To teach and research media and communication is to negotiate these gaps. In teaching in particular, there is some irony that the curriculum matches the object of study. If less than 40 percent of television content on the five terrestrial channels is local content (still less if you remove sport), even more of the critical material that students are given to study the media is from other countries. This is of course excellent teaching practice most of the time. Students are being taught to think critically about the global media market and culture in which they are placed by that TV diet, through studies of those global industries from around the world. Students’ horizons are being extended through reading accounts of other media systems, and they are being exposed to the best theoretical work internationally. But the dearth of local studies inevitably distances the topic from students’ own lives and future careers, and makes them less likely to value – and so to defend – their local media. To an extent, it must reinforce the US-centrism of their media worlds.

A related point is that there is a risk, when the local evidence is thin, that teaching and research will assume that Aotearoa New Zealand fits neatly within frameworks already established elsewhere. Notwithstanding postcolonial scholarship and critique from some in the UK and US of the assumption that the rest of the world mirrors theirs (e.g. Park & Curran 2000, 2004), there is a long way to go still to develop local models and theories for this country. Local research on broadcasting practices and policies, for example, tends to look to developments in the UK – e.g. the rise of the communication-sector regulator Ofcom, the impact of defamation law – to frame what is happening here. I mention defamation, because the one piece of recent empirical work on the Aotearoa New Zealand experience, by media lawyer Ursula Cheer (2005), suggests that the threat of defamation actions actually casts less of a chill here than in Britain. There is a particular need to be vigilant about assuming media practices and their position in culture will make sense as they do elsewhere. Nick Perry’s The Dominion of Signs (1994) and work of others of his colleagues at Auckland University suggest the broad analysis of television and local culture is better served than other aspects. I am personally suspicious of the local value of theories of media’s role in publicness and community, from Habermas’s grand theory through to Anderson’s ‘imagined community’ of the nation or theories of ethnic media’s role in community. In a country whose population is the same as Sydney’s or Melbourne’s, where national identity is defined largely in terms of sport and enjoyment of the outdoors, and where there is a high degree of economic, political and cultural dependence on decisions in other countries, the ‘public space’ must have its own distinctive meaning and dynamics. McGuigan’s (2005) term for New Zealand media, ‘glocoprovincialism’, (after a three-week visit here) doesn’t manage to capture much more than that ‘national’ public life can jump from concern over a minor story, such as a car crash, to global politics in ways that strike a British observer as strange. But such attempts to find a distinct vocabulary need to be valued. Other terms such as creative industries or alternative media feel at times clumsy tools too to understand communication practices here. At the very least, they need filling out through the kinds of large and multiple studies for which there does not seem to be either the researchers or the funding.

Conclusion
The paper’s point is not that media and communication research in Aotearoa New Zealand is poor quality, but that those of us working here are confronted with an object of study that is quite partially known. The amount of research is small, except in a few areas. Moreover, there is a danger that the critical vocabulary used to make sense of developments here has arisen in contexts that are too different to be simply transplanted. That of course makes working here exciting because there is a lot to explore. But it also means that a key task for media and communication scholars here is identifying some of the gaps in research on local media practices and structures. As Henderson et al note in this issue, the demand from university funders for research of international value has a down side in not encouraging structures – from databases of local PhDs to local conferences or discussion lists – that might take the discussion of forward. While large gaps are always likely to exist in the research produced about a small country, we need to at least become more sophisticated in thinking through those limitations. Thanks to Terry Flew, the editor of this special issue, for the opportunity to do some more of that.
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^1	  This figure is complicated by the voluntary nature of submitting portfolios – so some of the ‘new’ researchers were simply new to the auditing exercise.
^2	  A 2006 report calculated that the starting salary for a professor in Australia was US$114,000, while in New Zealand it was $75,000 (Kubler, J & Roberts, L 2005, 'Association of Commonwealth Universities’ Academic Staff Salary Survey'. , cited in OECD 2007, OECD reviews of innovation policy, Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development, Paris. ).
